
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Lead Pastor’s Report –  

AGM February 2019 
 

It is such a privilege to be the Lead Pastor at Toongabbie Anglican 
Church. Each year, I come to write this AGM report and find the 
discipline of having to reflect on God’s work at TAC helpful. I want to 
start this report by thanking the myriad of people who serve the Lord 
Jesus at this church. It has been a joy to serve you, and to serve with 
you. I am delighted to be able to provide this annual AGM report.  

Growth over 2018 

At the AGM I will present graphs that illustrate the reality that many 
have observed - that we have experienced notable growth in the 
last 12 months.  
Sometimes growth is incremental and barely noticed. However, 
when I returned from Long Service Leave at the end of July 2018, I 
was delightfully overwhelmed with the number of new people who 
had joined TAC, even over the 7 or so weeks that I had been away. 
We have had to schedule additional new person’s lunches. And 
now it seems that we have visitors almost every week across our 
congregations. 
Some of these are Christians looking for a new church home. Others 
are inquirers. Others are new Christians who are settling in to the 
Christian life. Each is valued. Without ongoing nurturing, all 
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Christians are at risk of not standing firm in Christ on the last day. 
This is why the Bible encourages Christians to meet together 
regularly (Hebrews 10:24-25). Some people are in a more fragile 
situation than they or anyone realise. It’s such a privilege that God 
works through us together as a church family to care for, support 
and point each other to Jesus. 

Highlights of 2018 

When I think of highlights in 2018, it is hard not to begin by being a 
little self-indulgent. It was an unforgettable privilege to participate in 
the third GAFCON conference in Jerusalem, with approximately 
2,000 biblically faithful Anglicans from around the world – to sing 
Amazing Grace and other hymns on the Jerusalem Temple steps lead 
by a Nigerian choir, and be part of a movement calling churches 
around the world to come back to the Bible.  
In addition, I had never been to Israel before, and took the 
opportunity to see many biblically significant sites. While not 
necessary to understand the Word of God, I found a deeper 
appreciation for the events and people of the Bible, and I hope this 
will come through in increased passion and depth as I preach. 
However, it was also a tremendous personal highlight to have 5 
weeks of Long Service Leave overseas with Nicole. I am indebted 
to those who assisted with our children, and to all of the staff who 
did not just “hold the fort” but made advances over this time, under 
God. 
In my report at the February 2018 AGM, I said that “I believe that we 
are already seeing the fruits of [re-organisation around a new 
vision and the 5M’s] and will continue to do so. The staff and our 
many teams are operating with greater clarity, focus, purpose and 
with a better distribution of limited resources.” I am persuaded that 
the growth we have seen over 2018 has flowed, in God’s kindness, 
from this hard work in recent years. 
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Endeavours such as the 2018 mission with John Anderson and Mike 
Raiter can only have the kind of dedicated work involved with this re-
organisation. The Mark Drama was another highlight, particularly for 
those involved. We must continue to try new things, and the 
portfolio approach is helping us to do so. 

Our local area continues to change. We now are a church that 
experiences both inflows and outflows as people move because of 
housing affordability, lifestyle and other reasons. Any church will also 
experience the reality of some deciding that a particular church is 
not for them, and TAC is no exception. It is sad when anyone chooses 
to leave us for such reasons. Still, the suburbs surrounding TAC are 
popular among young families – and this demographic is worthy of 
our continued investment.  

I seem to mention ToonieKids Week on a regular basis as a notable 
highlight, and I continue to regard it as one of the most effective 
outreaches of our church. In 2018, we had a record 110 kids 
participate, over half of whom had no regular involvement at any 
church. Rachael Stabback has had a crucial role in this, particularly as 
she has joined as us an MTS trainee. Her organisational ability, 
resourcefulness, care for children, and enthusiasm are a powerful 
combination.  

As Scripture in schools is threatened, I believe that we have a great 
opportunity to invest in outreach to tomorrow’s generation through 
activities such as ToonieKids Week – compare a 30-minute (or so) 
Scripture lesson each week to an intense 4 days of fun and learning 
about Jesus in a community! It is a delight that we have begun to see 
a flow through into ToonieKids Crew and also to church. The level of 
interest reflects the personal longing that so many have, to deal with 
the reality of cosmic loneliness without Jesus. 

In addition, I think it is worth noting the thinking that is going into 
our Youth ministries. Ben Allen is to be commended for the time 



 

Page 4 

and energy he has spent researching the issues around the spiritual 
development of teenagers, and the plans (under God) that he and 
the team have developed to promote intergenerational ministry 
among our teenagers.  

Finally, in terms of the many highlights that I could note, I think that 
we should be more conscious of the main way that our church is 
growing. It is simply that more people turn up to each of our 
congregations on Sundays. Don’t get me wrong – we need to keep 
encouraging personal invitation and personal evangelism. However, 
it is very helpful to recognise that most weeks new people visit TAC. 
Some testify to how hard it was to walk in to a new environment. 
Many talk about the friendly people and the welcome they receive 
(well done to everyone!). Almost all talk about the accessibility of our 
website, and the role it had in helping them to decide to visit. Our 
thanks must go to Murray Colville and Susan Burgess who keep this 
up to date (did you notice that it has been revamped in recent 
weeks?). This is the kind of benefit it is to work together in a Christian 
community that has been blessed with a diversity of gifts. 

Looking ahead to 2019 

At one stage I was thinking of revamping my AGM report this year, to 
include a snapshot from various ministry areas, together with their 
respective plans for the year ahead. But then it dawned on me that 
this is the precise process that we now go through in Vision Month 
each year – culminating in our Vision Month booklet. It is a booklet 
that encapsulates where we have come from and articulates 
some goals for the year(s) ahead.  
I want to commend the booklet to you, and the detailed information 
and achievable goals that have been prayerfully developed (it is 
available at the rear of the church auditorium). I will here only repeat 
the four headline goals: 
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1. Equip and empower the church to invite others to our Sunday 
gatherings. 

2. Increase missional focus and clarity of existing ministries and 
groups. 

3. Improve membership processes across the church. 
4. 400 people across the three services by 2021. 

Each goal has been developed to help us focus on particular areas in 
which we can do better or have an opportunity to address, and we 
believe that we can with God’s help. We have tried to develop more 
tangible and realistic goals, while maintaining a stretch 
element.  
Numbers are not everything. At the same time, they are not nothing. 
Acknowledging that the first two weeks of February tend to be a 
highpoint of the year as people try to implement good intentions, we 
have had over 360 adults and children on site in each of the first two 
weeks of February (the graphs I will show at the AGM will 
demonstrate the underlying “trend”). What once looked like an 
unattainable goal, to have 400 people across services by 2021, now, 
under God, looks within reach – and it has happened so quickly.   

Our changing world 

It is hard to believe that the same-sex marriage plebiscite was held 
just over a year ago. It will go down in history as an unambiguous 
marker of the unprecedented social change that has been 
sweeping the Western world.   
Of course, militant secularists have continued to attack Christians. 
Late last year, just a year after same-sex marriage became legal, 
amid the plethora of promises of freedom for all people, we saw 
attacks emerge on the right of Christian schools to educate according 
to their founding biblical values. I applaud the efforts of the heads of 
these schools, including our own Peter Fowler, to take a stand and 
defend Christian freedom and respect the choices that many parents 
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have made to send their children schools with a Christian ethos. I 
share the view that the recent attacks on Christian schools will not be 
the end, with the full “agenda” including the marginalisation of 
Christianity in our country. But, equally, we must be wary of reverting 
to the opposite end of the political agenda. 

Rather, it is times like this that we should remember God’s Word:  

31 ….. If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He did not even 
spare his own Son but offered him up for us all. How will he 
not also with him grant us everything? 33 Who can bring an 
accusation against God’s elect? God is the one who justifies. 
34 Who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is the one 
who died, but even more, has been raised; he also is at the 
right hand of God and intercedes for us. 35 Who can 
separate us from the love of Christ? Can affliction or 
distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or 
sword? 36 As it is written:  

Because of you  
we are being put to death all day long;  
we are counted as sheep to be slaughtered. 

37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us. 38 For I am persuaded that 
neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height nor 
depth, nor any other created thing will be able to separate 
us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
Romans 8:31–39 (CSB) 

The history of Christianity teaches us that, while Christianity tends to 
stagnate when things are going well, the Gospel tends to thrive in 
times of persecution. It is like a refining influence, where the main 
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thing is clarified as the main thing and hence evangelism comes to 
the fore. 
It is still true that the majority of the Australian population identifies 
with Christianity (52% in the 2016 census). Yes, this has declined. But 
it is still the majority and, our experience at TAC suggests that, on the 
ground, so many Ordinary People want to Encounter the 
Extraordinary God. Loneliness and isolation are on the rise and 
they highlight that something is missing deep in people’s hearts. 

Facilities Infrastructure 

Growth brings challenges. Over the last 3 months, a regular 
discussion at staff meeting is around the pressure on our physical 
spaces. ToonieKids Week is limited in its capacity to grow further 
because of a lack space. In the auditorium, at 10am, it is not 
uncommon to be several rows deep on the carpeted area. And the 
area that many see least of all are the Kids Ministry spaces, which are 
regularly at (or even over) capacity. The particular pressure points 
vary from week to week, but the overall trend is clear. 
Simply put, our current facilities were not designed to 
accommodate these kinds of numbers in accordance with current 
ministry standards and community expectations. The nature of 
children’s programs and education is radically different today than it 
was decades ago. The claiming of the old rectory to our now Ministry 
Centre alleviated the issue and enabled some growth. The 
conversion of the garage will be a next step. But we must continue to 
face the difficult reality of the constraints of our physical 
infrastructure at Binalong Rd.  

In addition, we can learn from the trends and realities in our 
society. Some churches, that rely on public meeting places, are 
being given notice to leave (I heard of another such church just this 
week). Others are finding it increasingly difficult, with one church 
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being required to sign a new lease agreement that forbids “hate 
speech”, whatever exactly that may mean. Even churches that have 
formerly pioneered the model of multiple smaller congregations in 
public places are re-evaluating, with St Paul’s Carlingford, for 
example, having just opened a new 450 seat auditorium (at a cost of 
$4.8m). The cost of establishing new churches in cheaper “greenfield” 
areas is $8-10 million each! Even if sufficiently sized land parcels 
were available in existing urban areas (and with appropriate zoning), 
the cost would be substantially higher. The growing wisdom is to 
become as self-sufficient as possible, stewarding the resources that 
have been entrusted to us by the Lord as best as we can.   

These are some of the reasons that I continue to be of the view, 
despite the challenges of doing so, that developing and expanding 
our infrastructure should be our highest long-term priority. 
While many churches in our area (and beyond) are struggling, the 
Lord has blessed TAC with ministry momentum at the current time. I 
feel, as I believe we all should, a deep sense of responsibility to reach 
as many people as possible with the blessings that God has lavished 
on us. This is why God has left us as agents in this world, and the 
reason that Jesus has delayed his return – so that more people might 
be reached. In the same way that people of past generations have 
made sacrifices that have benefitted us, now, it is our turn. 

The Challenges of Growth 

However, physical facilities are not the only challenge of growth that I 
want to highlight in this report. There is a challenging relational 
dynamic that can also be very difficult indeed. I have had to 
realise and acknowledge these kinds of realities:   

• There are now 500 adults and children on our service lists 
(including contacts). It is a rare person who can even know that 
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many names, let alone remember the details and 
circumstances of each. 

• I love connecting personally with new people. I love visiting 
people in their homes. I love hearing their stories. It is the way I 
am wired. However, I also acknowledge that I must let go of 
some things in this area, and see the team involved broadened 
if we are to keep reaching more people.  

• As much as I love talking, praying, personally supporting and 
connecting with people, the “pastor as chaplain model” 
expectations cannot be fulfilled by any one person with the size 
of church that we now are. This certainly involves grief for me, 
and we must continue to develop a broader group of people to 
provide care.  

• When I arrived at TAC almost 12 years ago, the staff team 
comprised of myself and a student minister. Now, there are 10 
full time and part time staff. This is a great development – we 
can do so much more, and there are so many more gifts and 
support on the team. It also means that my role must shift. A 
HR expert that I work with at the Centre for Ministry 
Development suggests that 50% of a Lead Pastor’s time needs 
to be in leading and developing staff! I love spending time with 
each person on our staff team, but that also represents time 
that I can’t spend doing other things. 

• As I have mentioned, we are seeing great benefits of our 
restructure along portfolio lines of the 5 M’s 
(Mission/Membership, Maturity, Ministry, Magnification). 
Churches that grow through the kind of phase that we are at 
generally find the need to shift in this kind of way. However, 
behind the scenes, it does require more co-ordination and 
greater teamwork – and this takes time. 

All of this represents a grief that I have had to (and continue to) 
go through as my role changes, lest I become a bottleneck to God’s 
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work at TAC. Don’t get me wrong – I love doing things like working 
with the staff team, and many other things. However, the dynamic 
that is unfolding in pastors across the country is one that ends up 
with mental health breakdown for many as they try to work harder 
and harder to do it all, rather than acknowledging that their role 
must change, and then implementing the reality. 

If this is the kind of grief that I have had to go through, it must also 
be the case that there is grief among folk in the congregations. I 
want to take this opportunity to acknowledge such. 

I want to take a moment to thank Katie Smith for her pastoral 
care and other efforts, particularly in this context. The nature of 
women’s pastors, particularly those in theologically 
complementarian churches like ours, is that their role is one that is 
less seen. Katie is active in caring for many people, and it is a delight 
for me to hear about her efforts and concern for so many. Even 
though her role may be less visible, it is important ministry work and 
she is highly active.  

Thank you to those who give 

I want to take this opportunity to thank the many across TAC who 
give so generously to support our work. While we have had recent 
success in obtaining Government grants, these only apply to capital 
works. Our church receives no external funds for our regular 
operations – and these amount to about $500,000 each year.  

As I communicated over Vision Month, I was blown away to see how 
much had been pledged by our church’s leadership and our whole 
church. Thank you. 

While our giving did finish the year below budget, this was partly 
offset with more than expected income from my consultancy and 
training work with the Centre for Ministry Development at Moore 
College. Fundamentally, however, we are continually learning 
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about the importance of our communication about how we are 
travelling financially and the sensitivity of giving to such 
communication. We thank those of you who have encouraged us to 
be even more open when there is a need. This is very helpful 
feedback. 

Assisting other churches 

It is appropriate that I make some brief comment about my work 
beyond TAC, in which I seek to make a contribution to the Gospel 
beyond our immediate area. 

My primary work is with the Centre for Ministry Development, an 
arm of Moore College. As a consultant, I am actively involved in 
running the Developing Rectors Program, a training course specifically 
for new lead pastors in the Diocese of Sydney. Almost 35 pastors 
across 4 cohorts have now completed or are at some stage through 
the two-year program. A fifth group is scheduled to begin mid-year. 
In addition, I have been involved with a HR expert in the developing 
of a stand-alone course in church staffing over 2018. This has now 
been run with two groups as a class room course (assisting a further 
20 pastors), and an online version is currently being finalised. I am 
thankful for your support in these endeavours, and the 
encouragement of the Parish Council that this is important work. TAC 
gets paid for my time by Moore College, and I am thankful that the 
Parish Council has applied some of this income to boost the 
administration support for TAC and me personally. I hope that it is 
encouraging to all that, through these efforts, we are able to assist so 
many other churches. 

In my Diocesan work, after 7 years, I resigned as the Leader of the 
Diocesan Parramatta Area at the end of last year. I continue as a 
member of the Standing Committee, Strategy and Research Group 
and, more recently, the Anglican Church Growth Corporation. 
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Finally, I want to thank all at TAC for your prayers and support of 
Nicole and I. I want to particularly thank Anne Whiting, for her 
almost 10 years as our Office Manager, pioneering the 
administration structures of TAC. We should also thank Kate & Jack 
Hamer for their 2 years as volunteers at TAC, and Leesa Vesey for a 
wonderful year on MTS. Nicole Jeremy commenced as our new 
Church Administrator, and I am amazed at how quickly she is coming 
up to speed with so much, including so many behind the scenes 
complexities and subtleties.  Jon Flood and Stuart Jansen continue as 
very valued members of our team. 

With over 90,000 in our immediate area, we have been 
entrusted with a mighty task, and one of the utmost 
importance. It is always tempting to revert to more insular and self-
centred concerns, yet our priority in this world should be the 
reaching of the lost.  

22 Paul stood in the middle of the Areopagus and said: 
“People of Athens! I see that you are extremely religious in 
every respect. 23 For as I was passing through and observing 
the objects of your worship, I even found an altar on which 
was inscribed: ‘To an Unknown God.’ Therefore, what you 
worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you. (Acts 17:22-23) 

Thank you to all at TAC for your work, fellowship and service in the 
Lord Jesus Christ. We are at a critical juncture of God’s work, and I am 
confident that the Lord has even more in store for us as we seek for 
Ordinary People to Encounter the Extraordinary God. 

Raj Gupta 
Lead Pastor, Toongabbie Anglican Church 
February 2019 


